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SOCIAL ISOLATION AS A GEOGRAPHICAL PHENOMENON
To avoid any possible confusion about the term isolation and to understand this word from a geographical point of view, we shall specify its context and re-phrase it as spatial isolation. Isolation results in the separation and division of population groups. It is therefore meaningful to consider what causes the spatial isolation of these groups. The most likely explanation for this occurrence is limited accessibility to those regions. This can be caused by geographical remoteness (distance) coupled with existing natural barriers.
ISOLATED REGIONS
What regions of the globe are the most difficult to reach? The classical example of a region with limited accessibility are islands. It is interesting to note that in many European languages, the word island is closely related to the word isolation, beginning with the Latin insula, the Italian isola and going on to the French île, the Spanish isla, the German Insel and of course the English word island. Over the past years, the study of islands and insularity has evolved especially in France (Gourou P., Doumenge F., Doumenge J.P., Singaravelou, Saussol A., Huetz de Lemps Ch., Huetz de Lemps A. and others). Pierre George in Dictionnaire de la géographie, defines an island as a piece of land isolated from all sides by water. It is interesting to note that he uses the word isolated -and not surrounded, or encircled (Lasserre, 1987) .
The contact between an island and a continent is made difficult by water. Water is a barrier, and intuitively we can accept that the larger the distance from the continent, the more difficult it is to reach the island, and thus the isolation of an island situated further is greater. However, this is only partly confirmed by observations of plant and animal distribution (MacArthur, Wilson, 1967; Doumenge F., 1984 Doumenge F., , 1987 . This leads to the conclusion that geographical distance or remoteness, is not the only factor that determines the degree of regional isolation. Biologists often treat regions with differing characteristics to their surroundings as "islands". These can include small wooded areas in between meadows, glades in forests and green areas in cities. Separation causes endemism. It is tempting for sociologists to extend this theory to groups of people as well. Some forms of habitation are more adapted to survive in certain specific areas. Thanks to this, it is possible to treat the communities of certain regions as relicts of the past (Bonniol, 1987) .
But, does an island have to be surrounded by water to be considered an island? Many characteristics attributed solely to land masses can be found on continents, especially in country -enclaves (e.g. Bhutan) and oases. The barrier here, the equivalent of water, is the desert. Another example of "continental" islands can be mid-mountain valleys and plateaus, to which access is often barred or made difficult by high mountain ridges. The geographical distance -"as the crow flies" -may actually be quite small, however, neighbouring communities will still develop independently of each other. The barrier here, are the slopes with an extremely steep gradient.
Settlements that are situated deeply forests or surrounded by marshlands can also be considered as examples of "continental islands".
The very existence of isolation carries with it certain effects. It can be assumed, that a similar degree of isolation results in similar effects in the functioning of communities inhabiting a given region.
That is why it is not important, whether the studied area is an island, an oasis, a plateau, a mid-mountain valley or a forest settlement. The communities that inhabit these areas, can function in a similar fashion as a result of the existence of spatial isolation.
The degree of this isolation alters with time. With this alteration, the functioning characteristics of the isolated area also change.
MEASUREMENT OF SPATIAL ISOLATION
Spatial isolation is difficult to measure. Can it even be measured? How can one distinguish which region is more isolated than another? It is difficult to find an objective scale that is expressed in absolute units. The concepts of isolation and distance are not synonymous. Distance is thus only one, and not necessarily even the most important, characteristic of isolation.
It was claimed earlier that the closest literal meaning of spatial isolation is the concept of seclusion. It is thus necessary to consider what characteristics determine the extent of the seclusion of a region.
Seclusion is associated with difficult access to information. Today, with the process of globalisation well under way, there are continuously less and less information barriers throughout the world. It can be assumed that television, radio, the telephone, or computer networks and the internet are becoming more and more accessible and it is difficult to find examples of places on earth where these goods are unknown. Therefore, in the rest of the study these methods of information exchange shall be disregarded. There exist differences between the physical accessibility of humans to var-ious areas throughout the world. Thus, when searching for characteristics of spatial isolation, it is necessary to concentrate on the elements that decide the amount of outside human contact with the studied region, because Man is the carrier of information.
Along with the increase in the number of contacts, the amount of information reaching the region also rises. With this information, there is a decrease in isolation. The number of contacts is not a characteristic of isolation, but it can be used as one of its methods of measurement. One can imagine an island that is situated near the mainland, contains a harbour, an airport and a number of hotels, and has an attractive environment but still remains unvisited due to -for instance -the reign of tyrant 1 . The lack of contact determines the degree of isolation of its community.
Therefore, as far as the above mentioned environmental, emotional and infrastructure elements can be used as a measure of the isolation of a region, then the frequency of contacts becomes a measure of isolation of communities living in the area.
A different scale has to be adopted to determine the isolation of communities living in a given region. The lower the frequency of contacts of such communities with the outside world, the higher the level of isolation.
Eight different scales of isolation separated into three groups have been proposed. In the first group -that of the natural influences are: l.a. -the separation from source regions; l.b. -the location in a group, an archipelago or near the edge of a continent; 1.e. -accessibility throughout the year.
In the second group -the technical infrastructure of a region -the following were named as different measures: 2.a. -Elements of the infrastructure according to groups from the following Each of measurement scales was given a value, according to its alleged importance in causing the isolation phenomenon. The following criteria were used as guidelines: I. Individual groups of elements are equally important for the occurrence of isolation. That is why each potential group should obtain a similar maximum value (around 30 points). II. Some of the elements seem to be more important than others. The most important elements seem to be the distance from source regions, hotel accommodation, tourist attractions and the technical infrastructure. These scales of measurement should thus take on the highest and similar values.
The joint sum for all the groups can attain 90 points 2 . The sum of all the indicators from each group for every one of the studied regions determines its degree of isolation.
However, the degree of isolation of communities inhabiting the isolated region, is measured by the frequency of contacts of the community with the outside world. The most suitable measure seems to be the coefficient i, that describes the relationship between the number of outside visitors per year to the population of the region. The smaller the value of the coefficient, then the smaller the interference of the outside world in the functioning of the community.
Thus the scale of measure of spatial isolation in the studied area shall be determined by combining two values: the degree of isolation of the region and the degree of isolation of the region's community.
THE STUDIED AREAS
Thirty three isolated areas -situated on islands, in oases and in mountainous or hilly regions -were considered. Each particular example represents a different location in terms of the source regions and the various degrees of "openness" of the community to the outside world. The following areas belong to the studied group: the islands of Micronesia (Jap, Mili, Ebon, Nukuoro 3 ), the Andaman Sea (Panyi, Phuket, Phi Phi, Lanta), the Gulf of Thus it can be safely said that the highest degree of spatial isolation occurs in the Nukuoro and Ebon atolls as well as on the Shimshal plateau.
The most "open" regions are three islands (Phuket, Samui and Thira), an oasis (Gabes) and a valley (Cerdanya). In the remaining groups it is also possible to come across examples of different types of regions: group 2-6 islands, 1 mountainous region; group 3-5 islands, 2 oases, 1 plateau; group 4-6 islands, 2 oases, 1 mountainous region.
The range of the values i, (the quotient of newcomers from outside (Lt) to the number of inhabitants {LI) ) is indeed very large, from 0 (Shimshal) to 370 (Causse Noir). It is important to remember, however, that it is difficult to estimate the number of newcomers to many regions, and that official statistics are carried out only sporadically. Each of the studied regions were given to values Ip and I. This makes it possible to place the object in a plane of coordinates, where the x-axis represents the spatial isolation and the y-axis, the social isolation.
Comparing the distances allows us to use the following equation:
where: D -is the distance, Ipj -is the spatial isolation at point j, Ipi -is the spatial isolation at point i, ij -is the coefficient of social isolation at point j, ii -is the coefficient of social isolation at point i.
As a result of this typological procedure, that included spatial and social values of isolation from each of the regions, it became clear that each of the 33 studied cases can be divided into six groups. The above table shows the obtained grouping. Each of groups can be defined in the following way: A -regions with a high spatial and social isolation. The number of visitors from outside is very small both in absolute terms as well as a percentage of the population. B -regions that are not very spatially isolated. Places that are readily visited by outsiders who annually outnumber the population several times. C -regions that are not veiy spatially isolated. Places that are rarely visited by outsiders who annually outnumber the population a dozen times or so. D -regions that are relatively "open" to visitors, both from a spatial and from a social point of view; the number of newcomers from outside outnumber the population either several (in the case of heavily populated regions) or several dozen times. E -regions that have a high spatial isolation, and few thus visits by outsiders (except for Desroches, the number of visitors is a couple of times higher than the number of inhabitants of the region). F -regions that are not spatially isolated, visited annually by a very large number of "outsiders".
THE CHARACTERSITICS OF COMMUNITIES AND THE DEGREE OF THEIR ISOLATION
When studying this relationship is important to take notice of those characteristics that could change due to contact with the outside world. These can be divided into three groups: social characteristics, economic characteristics as well as characteristics that describe the spatial organisation within the studied region (from now on these shall be termed as spatial characteristics). Thus the characteristics are: I.
Social characteristics (A. population density, B. the type and the size of migration, C. religious structure, D. ethnic structure) II. Economic characteristics (E. the degree of economic modernisation, F.
the role played by tourism in the regional economy, G. the contribution of the tertiary sector (services) to the regional economy, H. new phenomena in the regional economy) Two faiths present (the percentage of the population of the second faith forms more than 33% and the other faiths do not exceed 5% of the total) 2 Three (or more) faiths present, one of these dominate (the adherents make up more than 50% of the population) 1 Three (or more) faiths present, none of the adherents of the individual faiths make up more than 50% of the population 2. The characteristics of communities from regions with a similar degree of isolation are similar. The greatest similarity occurs in regions with the highest level of isolation and those that are considered to be most "open". The characteristics of communities from regions that are "opening up" to the outside world are showing a greater variety. This can be the result of the search for various methods of development by communities from isolated regions. However, the starting point (isolation) and the goal ("openness") become factors assimilating social functions.
3. Isolation most probably has the greatest influence on how communities living in isolated regions manage their affairs. A great similarity between the values of characteristics of the communities in all the types of regions serves as proof of this. Other characteristics (social and spatial) seem to be modified to a great degree by other factors, since the range of distance values between the different types is large. The greatest differentiation in spatial organisation is shown by regions from groups with an average spatial isolation.
4. On the basis of the study of the degree of isolation of 33 regions and the communities inhabiting them, it can be assumed that isolation causes similar social processes on islands and on isolated mountainous regions, whilst the communities of oases, despite similar isolation, function in a slightly different manner. Thus, as far as valleys and plateaus can be considered as "islands" situated on continents, oases -contrary to expectation : -cannot be considered as such.
